Fighting is costly. Therefore, it is to an animal's advantage to assess the abilities of its opponent and compete more strongly against weaker competitors and avoid contests with stronger competitors. However, assessment may also be difficult or costly, making it sometimes advantageous for the animal to avoid direct assessment. This study examines male-male contests over access to females in the spider Argyrodes antipodiana. Pairs of naive males in their first contest were more likely to escalate that contest if the pair consisted of large males. Thus large males were inherently more likely to escalate contests than small males. Second, males that had had experience at winning contests were more likely to win subsequent contests against spiders of the same size who had had experience at losing contests. These trained spiders responded differently from the onset of the contest suggesting that their experience had altered their perception of their chance of winning the current contest. These two results suggest means by which direct assessment may be reduced, and yet observed interactions could still follow predictions from game theory models. Mechanisms by which experience may reduce assessment are discussed.
One of the paradoxical characteristics of animal contests is that animals often display rather than fight for valuable resources. In these situations animals apparently avoid fights by using displays to assess the ability of their opponent to win fights (e.g. Maynard Smith 1974 , 1976 Parker 1974; Parker & Rubenstein 1981; Enquist et al. 1990) . If an animal assesses that its opponent would be more likely to win a fight should one develop, the animal stops competing for the resource without escalating to a fight. There is a large body of evidence indicating that animals that are larger or have better weaponry win non-fighting interactions (see Archer 1988 for a review) suggesting that animals in these contests are using displays to assess each other's fighting ability.
Where assessment of an opponent may be too difficult or too costly to perform, there may be other mechanisms by which the animal with the better fighting ability can win the interaction. One such mechanism may be for larger than average animals to escalate interactions more than smaller animals. This, however, would effectively create a situation of born losers, which would be maintained in the population only if there were other means of obtaining the resource at stake.
Alternatively, an animal may reduce its reliance on assessment by modifying its behaviour in response to experience. The role of experience in animal contests is intriguing as it is unclear both how it influences contests and how it relates to assessment. For example, it could be used by animals to associate a particular size of an opponent with its fighting ability (Otronen 1990) and so may be used by animals to 'calibrate' their assessment of opponents. On the other hand, experience could be used by animals to establish where they are within the population with respect to fighting ability and so it may be used to assess self rather than opponents. That is, if an animal mainly experiences winning, it may assess itself to be a good fighter, and so 'expect' to win future encounters. Alternatively, experience may reduce the need for direct assessment in contests. That is, an animal may initially be prepared to devote a certain amount of effort to a contest, and the
